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AN IRRESISTIBLE URGE TO MAKE THINGS 


If my last eighty-one years have been the best of my life—a 
| great and happy adventure—I owe it mostly to the ats, my 
| profession and lifelong passion—to architecture, my secret 
__ illegitimate lover, and to engineering, because of some of its 
rich and bizarre overflows (Pierluigi Nervi, Bucky Fuller 
_ and yes, Sandy Calder). And privately I must add, to Nora, 

ny | loved companion of sixty of those eighty-one years... 

) you can pRerend how . it is for me to be 

















1 to have been asked to help celebrate your 
vitne: s the moment when you will walk 
itutio yn into po great adventure. 





ries see BrAscent of Man,’ Jacob 
it | hom ae occurred when for 
9s erectus picked up a stone and kept 
| or recis se penent Bronowski said, 
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to paint and sculpt and draw, I would be content to make 
| bricks, or tiles, or boxes, or any other object that I can make 
with my hands. I was oversimplifying, of course, but later, 
when I was at work on a sculpture, I recognized that Magic 
moment of pure making, when suddenly all transcendental] 
interferences vanish, leaving the hands free to perform their 
assigned task swiftly, lightly and with deserved arrogance. 

| Modest though this may seem compared to the more popu- 
| lar moments of Inspiration with a capital I, for an artist it is, 
I believe the happiest, most fulfilling moment of the entire 

creative process. I am sure that it was the urge to make 

things that drew all of you, unconsciously perhaps, to this 

school. But to its founder, Peter Cooper, an obsessive thing- 

| ane himself, who significantly signed the charter as qa 

med ‘clan ee New York, , the teaching of the mere making of things 
as only half the r : ission, Anticipating by almost a century 
vies 0 ‘world shaking experiments in education, 
rong belief that without a holistic approach 
2 devoid of meaning. Hence, at The 


re ete pirong presence of a faculty of 









AN IRRESISTIBLE URGE TO MAKE THINGS 


who paints a tree, doesn’t he become a tree? Didn't Cezanne 

become every apple he ever painted? Morandi, a bottle? 

De Kooning, his paint? Goya, the king of Spain? And didn't 

Eames become his chair? Corbu, Ronchamps? When we 

paint, sculpt, design, describe or simply imagine, is it possible 

not to fill the form of the things we make with our feelings 
_____and our mind, not to live each growing detail as it is shaped 
| Ps Ne by our thoughts and tools? The best proof that indeed we 
| has dois perhaps when we endow inanimate objects with human 
p. Sg sc as nc or faults. An honest structure, a straight forward design, 
a. c ee detail, a humorous facade, a vulgar painting, a 

us plan. When I was four years old, my answer to the 
- ques sstion “What do you want to be when you grow up?” was 
Ba he b le ll of the trolley car.” Uninhibited as I was, identifica- 
| it th ar Ananimate OR was spontaneous and imme- 
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a newborn child. This metaphoric power of things gives us, 
their makers, responsibilities that we cannot escape. Willy 
nilly, as a tangible extension of our character they reflect 
our attitudes and express our values. The things we 
make are our gestures. They can indeed be aggressive, 
modest, elitist, democratic, sexist, gentle, austere, civilized, 
and plain silly. As the complexities of modern urban living 
proliferate under our very eyes, and the resulting deterio- 
ration of values leaves us aghast, the necessity to make clear 
moral statements through the things we make is important 
and urgent. Never more than today, when the world and 
our very lives are in the hands of the makers of words and 
war—the lawyers and the generals—has it been so important 
to realize that the things we make bear social and political 
messages. To escape from this responsibility through the 
antics of capricious games of taste and intellectual self-com- 
placency is, in the present circumstances, an unforgivable 
act of desertion. — 
You, who 4 © ate mn this historic institution, have been 
particularly luc xy to have studied in one of the most beautiful 
campuses in the world. I am not speaking of the skyline 
that encircles you, not the powerful, majestic, magnetic pres- 
ence of the buildings that, in still another metaphor, scrape 
the sky. Nor the serene Park Avenue, lined with a hundred 
fragile trees fe fore’ ver cheering an electric Christmas; nor the 
een woman with the four hundred steps inside; nor the 
r pel S por the performing arts and not even 
vith a Cc ] P, that immense imaginary Eden 
cclists in. sib fo} o paraphrase Marianne Moore. What 
speaking of oe en vost beautiful ugliness in the world— 
y bose Ye ram atic, most telling, most human of 
| = ts- ; the lower East Side. [am 
10 ee wreh« 1ouses, theaters and halls, still 
of la layer Ts id grimy paint, the black 
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grit sticking to the bricks and the iron columns like desert- 
sand to the rock-temples of Petra. Of the tenements and 
sweatshops, still pregnant with the memory and the dense 
smelly evidence of people who, determined to shed the hard- 
ened skin of ancient cultures, reinvented themselves into a 
new collective identity. No majestic ruins of temples here, 
no palaces, marble arches, frescoes, or mosaics. But the 
names of its slummy streets—Canal, Broome, Orchard, 
Thompson—can rest proudly in our memory, next to the 
Rue de la Paix, Unter den Linden, Via Veneto or Copacabana. 
The beauty of the Lower East Side escapes all easy defini- 
tions. It is a beauty shaped by the desperate will to survive, 
a beauty of form and content so tightly interwoven that warp 
and woof, by now, are one. Before you leave this authentic, 

throbbing campus for your great adventure, give it a last, long 
solitary stroll. Watch once r more, with anticipated nostalgia, 


the men and women, the hust (lin ig crowds that fill the streets. 
Ar d watch once more the chil 







| ms ren at play in the dusty weeds 
Fo Ultin at : tel, the things you make will 
Tes i. I wish you well. 
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AFTERWORD 


In an extraordinary seven-decade 
career, Leo Lionni has become 

a 20th century Renaissance man, 
attaining international distinction 

as a painter, sculptor, graphic designer, 
photographer, writer and illustrator 
of children’s books, magazine editor, 
filmmaker and educator. 

Ais prize-winning work has been 
exhibited widely in this country and in 
Europe. And his delightful childrens 
books have worked their magic on 
countless young people. 

Lionni spent many years as 
design director of Fortune magazine, 
was design director for the 
Olivetti Company, and an editor of 
_ Print and Panorama magazines. 

He co-founded the Aspen International 
' ; Design Conference in 1951 and 

bi organized the design department at 
on _ Parsons School of Design in 1954. 
ne Le ws a @ past Presiaent is He 
































: a 4 a has received numerous 
a (ang including the AIGA’ 
Gol« ‘old Medal and membership in the 
, rt D aie Hall of Fame. 
Inthe i 19805, 

he Cooper Union was privileged to 
ot mi among its teachers in 
f Art and on the Faculty 

1 esa ind Social Sciences. 


